The Kingdom Perspective on Suffering and Difficulty

I. I’ve been teaching for a long time now about the kingdom of God and how it was inaugurated 2000 years ago by Jesus, so it is already here, and yet it will still be consummated when Jesus returns, so it is not yet all the way here. I’m now asking, “What does this Kingdom theology have to say about specific concepts?”

II. Today, I want to talk about how this idea of the Kingdom of God breaking into our world affects how we deal with the disappointment of the very real sufferings in this life. Living in this tension between the “now” and the “not yet” can be very challenging emotionally. 

III. The most readily apparent pain point is the tension between healings we do see and healings we don’t see.  

A. When someone isn’t healed, people usually either blame God or blame the person. Both of these routes tend to oversimplify the Biblical data and hurt people in the process. 

B. The Kingdom perspective enables a “third way” of dealing with this difficulty. Kingdom theology argues that lack of healing is due to the complex nature of heaven’s inbreaking into our world. Heaven is coming down here, but it isn’t here all the way, and so we don’t see everything that we want to see.

1. In this way, we can avoid the trap of blaming victims for the suffering, and at the same time, not have a capricious God whose will is mysterious. 

IV. Healing isn’t the only challenge, however. We also often have financial struggles, relationship struggles, and all sorts of other evidence that heaven is not fully present here. When these things happen, people always want to know, “Why?”

V. The gradual healing of the cosmos by a non-coercive God is an incredibly complex process that cannot be reduced to one or two variables. 

A. For example, faith is very clearly a variable involved in seeing answered prayer (Mk 11:23-24). However, it is not the only variable (Jn 15:7).

B. Some other variables are righteousness, peace, and joy (Rom 14:17). How much righteousness, peace, and joy we walk in as individuals and as the church corporately affects how much of the kingdom is breaking into our world.

VI. Faith teaching emphasizes the personal responsibility side of life, which is real and important (Gal 6:5; 2 Thess 3:10).

VII. However, there is also a corporate responsibility side (Gal 6:2). Individuals don’t just have a responsibility to believe God, walk in peace, etc., the whole church shares the responsibility collectively.

A. In the West, we sometimes are so hyper-individualistic we end up putting burdens on people they were never meant to bear alone. 

B. “God’s man of faith and power for the hour!” was never God’s best. His plan isn’t to have superheroes in the church. It’s for the whole church to labor together to release his supernatural power on the earth. 

VIII. Practical Advice about how to live given the above:

A. Unless God provides a specific revelation, it is not always possible to exhaustively tell why a certain positive or negative event has occurred. “Why am I not healed?” or “Why am I still suffering with ______ problem?” Can be an exhausting question to keep asking. Sometimes the best thing to do is focus on something else until God reveals the problem.

1. Similarly, questions like “Why is that person blessed but not me?” can lead to magical thinking where you are searching for a gnostic sort of “get-blessed-quick” scheme that is unhelpful.

B. We have to be careful not to let a problem we are facing shrink our world down so small that we miss what God is doing in all the other areas of our lives. 

1. The kingdom comes as a seed. Any sprouts at all are evidence the whole kingdom is coming, so we shouldn’t fret about it not being here all the way yet.

C. The goal of the Christian life is not to have a problem free life. The goal is to grow. We can grow when things are going well and when things are going poorly (Phil 3:10). Whatever challenges we are dealing with, if we reframe them as growth opportunities, we can stop being victims of those challenges and instead remember who we are in Christ.

1. The real question in life is not, “Can I achieve a lot of cool stuff, so I look awesome?” It’s also not, “Can I avoid having any major problems?” It’s actually, “Can I, by the grace of God, become the kind of person that voluntarily thinks and acts like Jesus?”

2. What an incredible privilege! Framed this way, when heaven comes, I get to be like Jesus by celebrating. When it’s delayed, I get to be like Jesus by having patient endurance. 
